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Turbulent protests by demonstrators demanding jobs and modifications to the economic policies
of President Carlos Saul Menem continue throughout Argentina. Protesters have cut off major
highways and staged protests from Neuquen in the south to Salta and Jujuy near the Bolivian border
in the north. The social discontent has exploded into popular uprisings in 10 of the country's 22
provinces over the past three months (see NotiSur, 05/16/97).
On May 15, workers in the industrial city of San Lorenzo, in the eastern province of Santa Fe, where
40% of the economically active population (EAP) lacks jobs, blocked two highways. The measure was
implemented mainly to demand a reduction in the 16- to 18-hour workday but without a reduction
in wages, which would allow 2,000 unemployed access to jobs. "The two faces of Argentina's
economic model can be seen in San Lorenzo," said Edgardo Quiroga, head of the labor organization
Confederacion General de Trabajadores (CGT) in San Lorenzo.
"There is a shrinking sector that will export US$6 billion worth of goods this year, while nearly
half the workers have no jobs." In addition to the protests in Santa Fe, since April 2, teachers have
been fasting in a huge tent set up in front of the Congress in downtown Buenos Aires demanding
salary increases and better working conditions. Teachers' salaries, while never high, have declined
drastically in recent years. In 1989, a teacher's wage could cover 50% of the basic basket of consumer
goods. Today, the top wage covers less than 40%, while the average salary of a teacher is less than
25% of the basic basket. About 66% of public school teachers earn less than US$350 a month, while
the cost of the basic basket of consumer goods is about US$1,378.
On May 21, street vendors and police clashed in La Plata, capital of Buenos Aires province, when
police tried to remove the vendors from the city's main streets. Mounted police responded, not only
attacking the street vendors, but entering the university in violation of it's autonomy. Protesters then
took over a local television station to air their grievances. "The provincial police, in a violent armed
attack almost without precedence, violated university independence by entering the Law School
without either invitation or warrant," said Oscar Shuberoff, dean of the University of Buenos Aires.
In late May, in the province of Jujuy where unemployment tops 40% in some towns more than 180
people were injured in three days of clashes between demonstrators and police, who used trucks
with water canons, rubber bullets, and tear gas to break up the demonstrations. The conflict in Jujuy
began when Route 34, which joins Argentina and Bolivia, was blocked by workers protesting the
drastic downsizing at Ingenios Ledesma in the town of Libertador General San Martin. Ingenios
Ledesma had been one of the largest sugar refineries in Latin America. About 15,000 of the town's
60,000 residents worked in the refinery. Today, following a restructuring of the factory, only 3,000
seasonal workers remain on the payroll. The town's mayor, Marcelo Llanos, says 48% of the town's
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residents currently live below the official poverty line, while the rest are not much better off. The
municipal government feeds about 3,500 children daily.
As the protests spread, the CGT the country's largest labor organization accused the government
of a "lack of sensitivity and repression against those who suffer from unemployment, hunger, and
misery."

IMF director alarmed by scope of protests
In the midst of the crisis, Michel Camdessus, director of the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
arrived for a periodic review of the Argentine economy. He called the social upheaval "lamentable
and painful," and said it is necessary to address the social effects of Argentina's economic reforms,
which are credited with reining in the hyperinflation of the late 1980s. Although Argentina's
economic policy was largely modeled on IMF demands, Camdessus warned Menem that the
reforms "could turn to failure if efforts are not intensified to reduce the inequality in income and,
even more importantly, to create more opportunities for the underprivileged."
During the past five years, Argentina has enjoyed an average growth rate of 6%, but unemployment
has skyrocketed from 6.9% to 17.3%. In addition, official figures show a sharp rise in deflation
or a fall in domestic spending as a result of sinking pay levels. With crucial legislative elections
scheduled for October, some of the president's staff have become alarmed that continued
unrest could prove disastrous for the governing Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ). On May
22, the administration approved the use of US$600 million in World Bank and Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB) credits for social assistance measures to prevent further uprisings in
the hardest-hit areas. At the same time, however, Menem promised harsh justice for violent
demonstrators, whom he accused of "hiding behind the weak while seeking the intervention of state
security forces so that they can indignantly protest against repression."
Finally, on May 30, protesters in Jujuy lifted the roadblocks and accepted provincial government
offers of 12,500 new jobs mostly temporary, make-work infrastructure projects- -after several days
of negotiation. Among the commitments made by the government was to provide US$3.2 million
in welfare payments over a four-month period, including a US$60 subsidy per child to be paid
to mothers. In addition, the agreement stipulates that the church and people from the ranks of
the unemployed will be in charge of the relief program to avoid politicization during the election
campaign.
Despite the curtailment of the roadblocks, protesters said that if the government does not begin
implementing its promises within two weeks, the roadblocks will go back up. Meanwhile, more
than 10,000 people stood in line for hours for a chance to put their names on a list for one of the
temporary jobs. Contradictions in the Argentine economic model While people in Jujuy celebrated
the government's promise of jobs and relief payments, celebrations were also taking place in the
Buenos Aires financial district, where foreign banks invested more than US$2 billion to buy out
several Argentine banks during a two-week period in May.
For economist Mercedes Marco del Pont of the FIDE group of analysts, the Jujuy roadblocks and
similar scenes in other provinces, side-by-side with the flood of capital into Buenos Aires, are good
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examples of the "two faces" of the economic model. "There is a concentration of wealth and high
profitability in specific market niches, generating a boom feeling," said Marco del Pont. "But that
goes hand in hand with the exclusion of some people and of the regional economies. The country is
more and more divided."
Economist Miguel Angel Broda, writing in El Cronista, said that since 1974 the poorest 30% of
society has seen its income drop 25%, while the income of the richest 10% has grown 31.5%.
From 1994-96, the income of the poorest 30% shrank 10.7%. "What good is price stability if its
consequences are more unemployment, poverty, and inequality?" asked Broda, usually a strong
supporter of the administration's free-market reforms. Meanwhile, despite the temporary solution
to the unrest in Jujuy, in Salta on June 6, police again used clubs and tear gas to disperse a group of
demonstrators who had set up a roadblock demanding jobs. Nine people were arrested.

Conflict increases between Catholic Church and Menem
Criticism of the Menem administration by church officials has also escalated in recent weeks. On
June 1, in a homily delivered at the Buenos Aires Cathedral, Bishop Raul Rossi said free-market
policies have benefitted Argentina's economy, but "misfortune is growing more and more. All
this leads to desperation and dejection that can then turn into aggression and a tendency toward
violence." A few days earlier, Bishop Rafael Rey, head of Caritas in Argentina, said, "If it is a crime
to block highways, it is also a crime for children to die of hunger and for people to have neither jobs
nor dignity."
Menem responded, "I have seen nothing in the criminal code that says that children dying of
hunger and people without jobs are crimes. Perhaps they are crimes invented by Bishop Rey. Where
are people dying of hunger in Argentina?" Church leaders, political opponents, and even members
of Menem's PJ criticized the callousness of Menem's response. Marcelo Palentin, bishop of Jujuy,
told the president to "get in touch with reality and listen to the people." He added, "I invite him to
walk around the towns here...and then speak. I don't know where he is looking but experience tells
me there are a lot of people going hungry." [Sources: Agence France-Presse, 05/22/97; Inter Press
Service, 05/07/97, 05/15/97, 05/22/97, 05/27/97; Notimex, 05/08/97, 05/09/97, 05/27/97; Associated
Press, 05/22/97, 06/03/97; Reuter, 05/20/97, 05/22/97, 05/23/97, 05/28/97, 05/30/97, 06/01/97, 06/03/97,
06/05/97, 06/06/97; Spanish news service EFE, 06/06/97; The Miami Herald, 06/07/97; El Clarin
(Argentina), 06/09/97]
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